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32 SACRED HEART UNIVERSITY REVIEW 
of matter, so that by the time Priestley began his chemical 
experimentation in the 1770s there was a fairly well established view 
that chemistry was very different from mechanics, and chemical 
phenomena should not reduce to mathematical calculations of 
mechanical principles. For what reason then did Priestley adopt, in 
the midst of an anti-mechanistic view of chemistry, a scientific 
viewpoint more than forty years out of date — the physicalist 
approach of Stephen Hales, Newton, and the so-called Father of 
British Chemistry, Robert Boyle? 
Schofield suggests that the physicalist theory of matter allowed 
Priestley to connect his formal scientific studies with another element 
of his education, the study of metaphysics. John Rowning, in his 
Compendious System of Natural Philosophy published in parts from 
1734 to 1743, interpreted the forces of attraction and repulsion 
between natural bodies as a manifestation of the continued action of 
God in the universe. This combination of science and metaphysics 
convinced Priestley that the most important problem in natural 
philosophy was the investigation of the relationships among matter, 
force, and spirit. This concern, however, does not show up at this 
time in any of his published works in science, but rather shows up 
repeatedly in his metaphysical and theological writings. It is in these 
works that Priestley explicitly outlines his theory of matter: that 
God, in creating matter, had fixe.d only certain centers of attractions 
and repulsions, these centers being free to move indefinitely carrying 
their spheres of attraction and repulsion along with them. Matter 
could be subdivided to near infinity leaving a part containing many 
centers. Matter is thus resolved into nothing but an agency of the 
Divine Being. Although there is nothing new in his theory of matter 
— it is just a refined version of the physicalist model of matter — 
Priestley's version did have metaphysical and theological implications. 
And, according to Schofield, the theory and its consequences had 
much to do with Priestley's reluctance to accept the new chemical 
theory of Lavoisier. Thus, Schofield argues, Priestley's chemical 
researches are to be distinguished from those of his contemporaries, 
in their successes as well as failures, by his continuation of the 
physicalist tradition of chemistry. 
Neither the lifestyle nor the scientific, philosophical, theological, 
6
Sacred Heart University Review, Vol. 2, Iss. 1 [1981], Art. 4
http://digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu/shureview/vol2/iss1/4
7Snyder: Joseph Priestley: Scientist, Theologian, and Metaphysician, by E.N. Hiebert, A.J. Ihde, R.E. Schofield
Published by DigitalCommons@SHU, 1981
